Despite decades of epidemiological and laboratory studies, and the publication of thousands of research papers and the deliberations of numerous Expert Committees, the role that speci®c dietary pratices play in causing or suppressing cancer in the human population remains uncertain. It is widely held that perhaps 35% of cancer mortality in the USA (and probably in the UK) may be attributable to diet. However, even were this`guesstimate' close to the real value, at present it would be impossible to recommend to the general population a diet that would, with certainty, reduce the burden of cancer by one third. Moreover, those giving such advice would have to know with equal certainty that their advice would not increase the risks of other diseases known to be linked with diet.
Most of the evidence that diet can increase or decrease the risk of cancer comes from epidemiological studies. There are several reasons why such studies are unreliable. Cancer may take 2, 3 or even 4 decades to appear following exposure to the carcinogenic stimulus. In case-control studies it is dif®cult (some would say impossible) to obtain accurate dietary histories spanning such long time intervals, and to take account of changes in dietary habits. The relative risks attached to various dietary pratices never seem to exceed 2 or at most 3, values where bias and confounding may well operate to obscure the true relationship between a particular cancer and a particular dietary practice. Bias and confounding are less problematical in prospective studies. However, these must extend over several decades, and must involve thousands of participants in order to produce statistically valid data.
The epidemiology of diet and cancer is essentially holistic. An alternative, reductionist, approach would be to determine, by experiment, which of the thousands of chemicals that comprise food (or are added to it) are carcinogenic or anti-carcinogenic. Populations could then be given advice on what to eat, and what not to eat, and the agricultural and food industries would be spurred on to produce cancer-sparing foodstuffs. It is such an approach that underlies the content of the volume under review. The Committee on Comparative Toxicity of Naturally Occurring Carcinogens was convened in 1993 by the National Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences of the USA on the recommendation of the Board on Environmental Studies and Toxicology. The committee was charged to`examine the occurrence, toxicologic data, mechanisms of action, and potential role of natural carcinogens in the causation of cancer (in humans), including relative risk comparisons with synthetic carcinogens and a consideration of anticarcinogens'. In addition, the committee was charged to`include the assessment of the impact of these materials (natural carcinogens) on initiation, promotion, and progression of tumours.' It was also charged tò focus on the toxicologic information available for natural substances' and to`develop a strategy for selecting additional natural substances for toxicological testing.' The committee met frequently during its 2 years. A number of distinguished individuals presented their views to the committee, and a public forum was scheduled for the presentation of comments by interested individuals and organizations.
This book reports in great detail the results of these deliberations and is a valuable source of reference for anyone interested in the carcinogenic and anticarcinogenic properties of natural and synthetic constituents of the human diet (especially the diet in the USA). It would have been even more valuable had it included an index. There is a useful Executive Summary that brings together the committee's main conclusions and there are extensive bibliographies. But does this book tell the scienti®c and medical communities anything new about diet and cancer? I fear not. However, by its very exhaustiveness it does illustrate the compexity of the task of unravelling the relationship between diet and cancer, the large gaps in knowledge, and the weaknesses of a reductionist approach to the problem.
